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United States Department of the Interior  

 
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

Pacific West Region 
1111 Jackson Street, Suite 700 

Oakland, California  94607-4807 
 

IN REPLY REFER TO: 

N3615 (PWR-NR)           
 

June 28, 2007 
 
David B. Kessler, AICP                   
Regional Environmental Protection Specialist    
Federal Aviation Administration 
Western-Pacific Region, Airports Division  
P.O. Box 92007 
Los Angeles, CA  90009-2007 
 
Dear Mr. Kessler: 
We received your letter dated May 9, 2007 regarding the Noise Screening Assessment 
you are planning as part of the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) for the 
expansion of operations at Mammoth Yosemite Airport, Mammoth Lakes, California.  
According to the letter the Noise Screening Assessment will:  a) define the study area, or 
initial area of investigation, for the DEIS; b) provide an inventory of Section 4(f) (DOT 
Act) areas; and c) determine if further analysis beyond standard FAA noise contour 
analysis is needed.  Responses to the four questions posed in your letter to National Park 
managers are below.  The answers represent responses from Devils Postpile National 
Monument, Death Valley National Park, Manzanar National Historic Site, Sequoia and 
Kings Canyon National Parks, and Yosemite National Park.   In addition the NPS Natural 
Sounds Program provides the following noise metric recommendations for use in the 
noise assessment. 
 
Noise Analysis Metrics 
We recommend the following metrics be included in your noise analysis methods: 
 

Lmax: Maximum sound pressure level expressed as dBA in a given period. 
 % Time Audible (natural ambient) 
Time Above natural ambient + 3 dBA 
Time Above natural ambient + 10 dBA  
Time Above 52 dBA   
Time Above 60 dBA.  

 
This suite of metrics will provide information regarding the intensity, temporal 
distribution, and context of aircraft noise impacts. If Lmax is above 52 dBA or 60 dBA, 
aircraft noise would be loud enough to interrupt conversational speech or educational 
programs. Percent Time Audible and Time Above natural ambient will provide 
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information regarding aircraft noise impacts on solitude. We need to know how often this 
happens, for how long, and what the intervals are between these events.  The NPS 
Natural Sounds Program may have natural ambient sound data for some of the grid 
locations proposed in your analysis. 
 
We believe the standard FAA noise contour analysis is insufficient because it is very 
difficult to relate long-term Leq (a calculated energy equivalent sound level) or DNL 
(Day-Night Average Sound Level) measurements to visitor experience or wildlife 
impacts.  Neither people nor wildlife perceives sound as long-term integrals of sound 
energy. DOT has extensive studies relating Leq and DNL to the percent of citizens who 
are highly annoyed by transportation noise, but this criterion is not appropriate for park 
units where enjoyment and appreciation of natural resources is the purpose for which 
they were established, or for wilderness areas that are to provide outstanding 
opportunities for solitude and primitive or unconfined recreation.   Change in exposure 
for Leq or DNL is not useful either, because the metrics themselves are uninformative for 
park and wilderness purposes and values.  
 
Responses to FAA questions: 
1)  Do the listed sites provide an adequate sample for estimating the potential noise 
impacts of aircraft overflights associated with the new service on potential 4(f) resources 
in the parks?  
At this time we would like to see the Supplemental Noise Study Area boundary expanded 
to include Manzanar NHS and Death Valley NP to the East.  In addition please list  
Devils Postpile NM on the grid points map.  Representative grid points should include 
the most and least noisy locations (taking aircraft routes into consideration) for each park 
or wilderness area. This approach will provide information regarding the range of 
impacts.  We cannot adequately judge if the locations listed in the letter will provide a 
valid range without information on the current and proposed flight tracks.   
 
Yosemite – concurs with collecting sound data at four sites proposed: 
Donahue Pass and Washburn Lake are both locations in the Yosemite Wilderness where 
sound data has not yet been collected.  Collecting data at these locations would fill in an 
important data gap.  Near Tioga Pass, sound data has been collected in the Gaylor Lakes 
Basin in Yosemite NP Wilderness.  We recommend that data is collected at the same 
location for comparison purposes.  In Lyell Canyon, sound data has been collected.  We 
recommend that data is collected at the same location for comparison purposes.  This 
location is in the Yosemite Wilderness. 
 
2)  Are any of these sites significant, and what is the basis for this significance 
determination?  
All sites listed are significant (as is the whole of the parks and their included Wilderness) 
in that they are within the second largest contiguous Wilderness in the US outside of 
Alaska. They are on two major Wilderness trail systems, the Pacific Crest National 
Scenic Trail, and the John Muir Trail. Each of these trails receive thousands of visitors 
each year and the trails are known for the high quality of their scenery and Wilderness 
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Character, i.e. they are untrammeled, undeveloped, natural, and provide outstanding 
opportunities for solitude and primitive or unconfined recreation. 

  
 In addition please include the northwest portion of Death Valley NP in the study area.  

Death Valley NP is approximately 95 percent Wilderness located in Mojave and 
Colorado Desert eco-regions.  Also, please include Manzanar NHS for its historic and 
cultural significance. 

 
3)  Is a quiet setting a generally recognized feature or attribute of these resources and 
their significance determination?  
Natural quiet is a generally recognized and valued feature and attribute of wilderness. 
The Wilderness Act of 1964 states that part of its purpose is to assure that "… growing 
mechanization… does not occupy and modify all areas within the United States . . . 
leaving no lands designated for preservation and protection in their natural condition ..".  
The lands of the National Parks are recognized for their naturalness, of which natural 
quiet is a notable and significant component. The determination of significance is 
codified in law as parks and wilderness areas are established by Congress. 

Natural Sounds are a natural resource managed by the NPS and in many cases also have 
cultural resource significance.  Manzanar NHS lands have been witness to a War 
Relocation Center, an apple farming community, a cattle ranch, and home of the Owens 
Valley Paiute Tribe. Together, these occupations illustrate Manzanar's long history of 
recurring human settlement, habitation, and displacement.  It is a place people visit for 
solitude and quiet contemplation.  Therefore a quiet setting is essential for maintaining 
the historic and cultural setting and providing appropriate visitor experiences at 
Manzanar NHS. 

4)  Are there any other sites of significance that we should include in our Noise Screening 
Assessment?  
Park staffs need to review current and proposed flight tracks before final site suitability 
can be determined.  While we are still assessing whether Death Valley NP and Manzanar 
NHS should be included in the assessment, we ask they be included within the boundary 
of the potential study area on the map.  We may wish to add grid points in those parks if 
the flight paths assessment warrants them. 

 
Yosemite NP Recommends adding two sites to the list of those proposed:  
1) Chain Lakes in the southeast corner of the park in close proximity to potential flight 
paths up the San Joaquin drainage.  Chain Lakes is in the Yosemite Wilderness.  Sound 
data has not been collected at this location. 
2) Olmsted Point along the Tioga Road is a very popular destination for visitors.  Sound 
data has been collected here and we recommend that data is collected at the same location 
for comparison purposes.  Olmsted Point is also a culturally important vista point the 
National Park Service is interested in protecting from excessive noise and scenic impacts. 
 
Death Valley NP’s northwestern most lands (Eureka and Saline Valleys, and the Saline 
Range) are approximately 60 to 70 miles from Mammoth Airport.  The issue which 
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Death Valley NP is most interested is the potential for the Mammoth Airport proposal to 
result in a substantial increase in flights between Las Vegas, NV and Mammoth, CA.  
Death Valley NP has official low level military training airspace over the northwest 
portion of the park and therefore, commercial traffic is not routed into that area except at 
very high altitudes.  Delineation of the military training airspace may be useful on the 
grid map. 
 
In conclusion, please provide us with the current and proposed flight tracks in and out of 
the Mammoth Airport.  This information will allow us to provide you with a better 
estimate of significant noise analysis grid locations.  We also request that you (or your 
contractor) obtain the required approvals for placement of scientific equipment in 
National Park units, including National Environmental Policy Act and National Historic 
Preservation Act approvals, a research permit, and (as necessary) a Wilderness Act 
minimum tool requirement analysis for data collection.  Park staff can assist with the 
preparation of these required documents.   

Thank you for the opportunity to comment of the Noise Screening Assessment.  If you 
have any questions regarding our recommended noise analysis metrics please contact 
Vicki McCusker at the NPS Natural Sounds Program, at 970-267-2117.  For questions 
regarding the park responses to your questions or for park contact information please 
contact Judy Rocchio, Regional Natural Sounds Program, at 510-817-1431.   

 
Sincerely, 
 
 
/s/ Jonathan B. Jarvis 
 
 
Jonathan B. Jarvis 
Regional Director, Pacific West Region 
 
cc: 
Superintendents DEPO, YOSE, SEKI, DEVA, MANZ 
Karen Trevino, NPS Natural Sounds Program 
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APPENDIX D 
 

Aircraft Operational Data Information 




